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Real
Shannon McGlade
I stood on the stage and looked out into the darkness.
I could tell there were chairs and some people out there, but
only the sketchy outlines. Of course the director was out
there, somewhere; I could only hear his voice as he commanded directions to the dancers and singers on stage. His
high-pitched, Southern drawl diplomatically eliminated
the auditioners that he felt were unsatisfactory. One fat girl
left the stage in tears. The director plainly told her that she
was too overweight and to seek a job moving pianos.
Another girl wore blue jeans for her dance audition. He just
asked her if she got off the farm much and excused her front
the audition. I was so scared.
I don't know why I came to this audition. Here I was,
barel y unpacked from our move South, and I saw this notice
in the paper for the local theatre audi tions for The King and
1- I am really putting myself on the line. A new kid in town
in every sense of the word. I didn't say anything to anyone
at the audition. I just danced. I made it.
Moving to a different home is a tough situation to
endure, but moving to a different part the the country is
even worse. The people proved to be friendly and helpful,
but they were very odd and seemed very plastic. Especially
in the theatre where everyone is plastic, the pretentiousness
and phoniness were more evident. One day I got a phone
call from the director's secretary.
"Shannon, this is Marilyn, Lake's secretary. You are
required to attend rehearsal tonight at 6:00. He was so
impressed by your talent and look that he wants to use you
in some extra scenes. Please plan to attend."
Flattered and surprised, I tried to make myself look
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like a "theatre pro" that night. I wore the biggest shirt of my
Dad's that I could find, and of course, it went un tucked out
of my faded jeans. I wore the oldest leotard I had under the
big shirt and threw my tights in my dance bag. Tying my
hair back straight off my face, I wore little make-up, sort of
a Meryl Streep look. My mother shook her head not,
understanding my reasoning.
I sauntered up to the stage door-that magic door
where the ordinary characters enter and transform themselves into something extraordinary-with
all the sophistication and maturity a freshman in high school could muster. Backstage was dimly lit and cluttered with sets from
past productions and plays, so I watched my steps carefully. I could hear Lake's voice from the audience rehearsing Fran, the female lead of the musical. I watched in awe
as she floated around stage, hitting every high note. It was
only the second week of rehearsal for her and already she
was gorgeous. People at the audition said that Lake had a
way fo bringing out the best in anyone. He was "simply
wonderful," in the words of the stage director.
Fran finished her solo and Lake stayed silent for
awhile. Then in his thick Southern drawl, he asked where
tha t little bunhead was tha t Maril yn had called for rehearsal
today. I poked my head out from behind the curtain
backstage.
"Ah, yes honey," he drawled. "Do come out here so
I can place you with the scenery."
Place me with the scenery?? I have classical ballet
training to be part of the scenery?
My first encounter with Lake-less than thrilling.
Rehearsals got more and more detailed and soon we
were at the point of putting the entire show together for
continuity's sake. No stopping and starting, just straight
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through. During these rehearsals someone from the cast
would sit with Lake when they were not performing and
take notes on his comments and criticisms. In the unwritten
code of honor of the theatre, this duty is quite an honor.
Taking notes for the director means that he trusts you
enough to keep his off-hand remarks that do not get recorded confidential.
Of course there are some bits of
information that leak from a director's mouth that spread
faster than news of someone breaking up at school. For
example, the time that Lake was seeing the girl in the cast
that was also Miss Greenville. No one really had concrete
evidence of the off stage affair until Leslie, the cast gossip,
was taking notes for Lake one night. Just as a side comment
he said to Leslie to make note of the fact that Elizabeth (that
was her non-queen name) wasn't into the role enough.
Then he said that she never was really in too deep. I was
shocked and appalled!
Naturally when Lake asked me to take notes for him
that fateful night, I immediately began to redden. How
could I sit next to a man who revealed his private life to any
willing ear? I dug through my dance bag looking for a
pencil, knowing very well that there was one in the outside
pocket but hoping to kill some time before I had to go.
"Hon, don't worry about a pencil," Lake said.
'Why you'll dig all the way through that blame bag to find
one and we'll miss the first scene."
Precisely.
I followed Lake out to the house and sat in the seat to
his left and closest to the wings should I have to make a
quick exit. I flipped through the mint green pages of the
stenographer's notebook to find a clean page. Poising my
pencil to take notes, I stared intently at the action on stage,
hoping that Lake would think I was really engrossed by the
scene, but inwardly working up the courage to even glance

Page 37

manuscripts.L,

_

at him.

//

The first scene faded into a scene that featured Tuptim,
a.k.a. Miss Greenville. Lake slumped back into his seat and
grunted in disapproval. His sudden movement gave me
the perfect opportuni ty to cast a glance his way. I shifted my
glazed focus onto him as though I was asking what note to
make on the queen. He didn't even know I was looking at
him, so I kept looking at his face. His pointy nose was the
most distinct feature on his face. A thick moustache covered his upper lip right below his sharp nose. His forehead
extended back further than the average person's and I could
see the strands of hair that grew as a result of his hair
implantation surgery. They stood out because at the base of
each of those pieces of hair was a bump of skin. It looked
like a piece of hair had grown out of a blemish on his
/ forehead. It looked like hairy hives!!! I'm sure my mouth
fell open or my nose crinkled in disgust and astonishment,
but Lake didn't notice. He was far too engrossed in the song
Tuptim was croaking out.
I turned and watched the stage. When the vocal
massacre was complete, Lake grunted again.
"Better," he said.
"Better?" I repeated to make sure what I should
write and also to question his artistic judgement.
"Write it down fast, or do I have to take my own
notes?"
I wrote it down and didn't question his artistic
judgement ever again. His personal judgement was still in
question, though.
Opening night was only a week away and we were
having dress rehearsals every night. The costuming called
for the cast to paint themselves with this red mud solution
that made even a little Irish Catholic girl look Siamese. We
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all wore the solution except for Fran who played the English
teacher and the black guy who used baby powder to ligh ten
his skin to a Siamese color. We had to either dye our hair
black or buy a wig that was done up in a bun. I opted for the
wig.
The first night I wore it, I had trouble getting it to fit
tightly to my head, but nobody said anything. I guessed it
was satisfactory. I was wrong.
We lined up across the stage for a costume check.
Lake sat in the audience and went down the line critiquing
our appearance. He had an occasional comment about the
choice of some women's eye shadow color, but I had
followed his instructions explicitly and knew there would
be no reason for him to admonish me. I was wrong there
too.
"Shannon," he drawled. "Why that wig of yours
looks even more interesting tonight than it did last night."
He leaped out of his seat and ran toward the stage.
''Why tonight it looks just like a Jackie Onassis pill
box hat just a-settin on top of those curly red locks of yours.
Fix it before opening night or you won't go on!"
My face burned in anger and embarrassment as the
rest of the people laughed at me. I tried to laugh at myself,
but tears started to roll down my face. Damn it. I couldn't
let anyone know how furiously hurt I was. I started
coughing to make it seem like a fit of coughing created my
tears.
We all took our places for Scene One. I stood patiently in the wings knowing that my wig must be sitting six
inches off my head. Pride took over however, and I would
not leave the wings to fix it. I glared at the actors on stage
until they went blurry again and I couldn't fight back my
painful tears anymore. My pride was hurt, but I also felt like
the little immature kid among all the professional actors. I
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wanted to walk out the stage door and never come back
again.
I saw Marilyn walk by me. She didn't look at me.
Good. She walked in through the doorway again and I
turned away from her. She came up and put her arm
around me and handed me a tissue. I just broke into tears
when she hugged me.
"Welcome to the wonderful world of the theatre,
Shannon," she said. "People never really see how cruel
other people can be until they are trying to be something
they aren't."
I blew my nose and sat down in a chair as Marilyn
removed the wig.

/

Opening night came and went and Mom and Dad
said I looked like Mary Tyler Moore on stage. They said my
teeth looked so big and white in comparison to the dark
make-up and dyed black (yes, dyed black) hair, all they
could see was me tossing my hat into the air at some point
in the performance. Thanks Mom, thanks Dad.
The show ran for four weeks and just when I thought
the end was near, we did another week of hold-over
performances. The King and Iwas the biggest thing to hit
Greenville since Sherman's march. Lake basked in the
glory of his creation and never hesitated to take the glory in
its entirety. He didn't want to be in Greenville anymore
than I or others did. Broadway seemed so far away from
him and this show could be his ticket to better things in the
theatre world.
One night I was running off stage after a quick exit
and I ran right into him. I apologized for the incident as
quickly as it happened.
"You know, honey," he started, "you are an aggres-
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sive little girl, and I like that. You are tough, not quite mean
enough though, but in a couple years you will see how
important it is to be mean and selfish. Looking out for
number one is what it is all about. Remember that and
you'll be a great theatre success."
I still am not mean and I'm not a theatre success, so
I guess he was right.
Closing night was a lot more sentimental than I
thought it would be. We were all pretty sick of the show and
we could perform it in our sleep. The make-up had stained
our skin and my hair turned green from the nightly dying
and washing. We gave the final show as much energy as we
gave the first, and Lake hugged us all after the show and
invited us to the cast party being held at one of the cast
member's homes. I wanted to go so much, but it was a
Sunday night and I had school tomorrow. I begged Morn to
let me go, telling her how important it was to my professional career. She let me go. I think she felt sorry for me
since the play had taken my entire time this first semester at
school and I hadn't been to any football games. What I
learned at the cast party could never be learned from the
stands of a high school football game.
Mom took me and I instructed her to pick me up at
11:30 and she said she would be there at 10:45. I walked up
the walk to the front door and heard the music and laughter
from the cast inside. I felt so mature and sophisticated.
Marilyn helped me mix into the company by getting me a glass of wine to hold while I gulped a diet
Coke I hid behind the chip dip. I laughed at their jokes and
held the wine glass to my lips to make it seem like I was
fitting in with the rest. One time I sipped a little of the wine
on accident and my head tingled. I laughed some more.
We all gathered around the piano and sang songs
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from other Broadway shows very loudly. I thought the
guys seemed really drunk, but I wasn't sure. Then I saw
Tuptim hold a mirror and a straw to her nose and she
sniffed a whole line of white powder. I remembered seeing
pictures of parties like this in our science and health class
last year, but I never thought I would actually be at a party
where it was happening. I stared in astonishment as three
more cast members snorted the powder. I felt foolish and
naive again. I wanted to leave.
Just as I thought abou t leaving, the door opened wi th
the warning of a doorbell and Lake burst in. Everyone
cheered when he came in and he waved and smiled at his
adoring cast, and I felt a little better knowing our captain
was here. He talked to some of the older people awhile and
then quieted everyone for an announcement. I thought for
sure he was going to New York.
Lake turned to his right and pulled a man to his side.
He hugged the man and then turned to us.
"My dear friends," he drawled one more time, "I
would like for you to meet someone who is very dear to me.
This is Mike, my boyfriend. We are leaving tomorrow for
Rio on our honeymoon!"
All color drained from my face and Marilyn came
and stood beside me. I had never in my short life been so
disgusted and disillusioned.
I asked Marilyn if this was a joke, and she shook her
head. I asked about Miss Greenville, Elizabeth. Marilyn
said it was all a ploy for Lake to get his name into the
spotlight and promote the show. The South loved scandal
and controversy she said.
It was 10:30 and I really wish Mom had been there.
I felt so nauseous. Marilyn helped me.
"Shannon," she began, "remember when I told you
the theatre was nothing but people trying to be things they
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are not?"
I nodded.
"Well, Lake is gay and he spends a lot of time trying
to be straight, something he's not. The success of the show
has gi ven him a new sense of confidence tha t prom pted him
to decide to make his lifestyle public. Don't judge him
Shannon. Accept him as an artist and as a true master of his
art. We are not put here to judge others; we are put here tc
learn from others."

I haven't seen grease paint or hot lights in abo:;
three years now. I do occasional performances, but tr.e
theatre no longer has the intrigue it used to have. The magic
of lighting up a house with a brilliant solo or standing on
stage as the audience applauds, has been replaced with my
quest for a career and a more secure life. The loneliness of
a stage career has been replaced by circles of friends who are
as diverse as the plays and musicals and their characters
that I used to perform.
Sometimes I miss trying to be something I'm not.
Life gets really tedious at times and I just wish I were in the
mountains of the Austrian Alps or in the back streets of
some New York alley waiting for the rumble to start. Then
I remember the solitude and self doubt that I conquered
each night before I performed. Every performer puts himself
on the line each night; sometimes he is successful in the
transformation
to something he is not and other nights he
fails terribly. It is on those nights that he hates reality and
how he must face the truth. It is so painful to face the truth.
My Mom phoned today. We chatted about Patrick's
basketball games and about what jerks guys can be before
she told me the news.
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"I'm going to send you a newspaper clipping," she
said. "I think you will be interested in knowing about
Lake's death."
Mom's words took me by shock and surprise. She
read me the article. Lake had phoned the paramedics and
warned them about a man who had been shot. He told them
the man had AIDS and to be careful. Then he hung up the
phone and shot himself twice in the head.
Mom and I hung up, and I went about my day. I
thought about how man y things Lake had taught me wi thout
his even knowing it. He really was a talented and
misunderstood man.
I'm sorry he died the way he did and I'm sure
Greenville will sorely miss his contributions.
I can't cry
though. I can't even force myself to shed a tear. I can't be
one of his mourners.
I can't be something I'm not.
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